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TRANSCRIPTION
[00:03]
TW:

Today is Tuesday, April 19th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon, we are interviewing Associate Vice President
for USU Wasatch region, David Vernon. This is another oral history interview for the Covid
Collection Project. Good afternoon, David.

DV:

Good afternoon.

TW:

Let’s start by when you decided your career at USU and the various positions you’ve held during
your USU career.

DV:

Well, how about I start with when I first started at USU? I was a teacher in Granite school district
in their youth in custody program, and the way that I referred to it is I didn’t teach the kids that
were held behind. I taught the kids that were asked to leave. And I found out the way that they got
in trouble, I was thinking, “Wow. Some of these kids are pretty smart,” so I started with the gifted
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and talented program, the endorsement that USU had. I started to take classes. I thought, “Well,
I’m going to get my master’s degree.”
And so, I went on and did that, and I took classes while I was teaching down here in Salt Lake
and then summer classes up in Logan, and then an opportunity for an adjunct instructor came up,
and one of my professors and mentor of mine, Grace Fuerta, she said, “Hey, you should teach this
class. I’ll help you. Go for it,” so I’m like, “Okay.” So, I was just an adjunct instructor here at the
old Salt Lake center, so three places go, and so I started doing that.
[01:55]
And then there was a position, a full-time faculty position to coordinate, advise, and teach in the
USU Alternative Routes to Teacher licensing program, so I taught and coordinated in that
program for five years. I started in 2007 as a full-time faculty, and so I taught there for five years.
And then I got pulled into administration and I was assistant director or something like that. And
then the administrator in Salt Lake left and President Cockett was the provost at the time, and she
says, “How would you like to take over?” and I’m like, “Okay, sure.” And so, I was the executive
director and started in 2014, and then at some time after that, they changed us all to associate vice
presidents.
And so, one of the big things that happened, we were located in the Granite School District
building for 10 years, just over 10 years, and then our lease ran out and our plan A, B, and C
weren’t viable, and so we were homeless for a few minutes, a month about and luckily, we found
this space. And getting everything going, it was one of the largest undertakings I’ve ever done
without any experience, but I think the thing that was amazing is just the team of people, Michael
McKinney and his general counsel and Joseph Jenkins is the property officer at USU and John
Chase and Tom Graham and project managers in facilities, people in facilities, and just the
amount of people that really helped us to get into this building. We moved in here in 2018 and we
purchased the building, and just it worked out. So, is that enough?
[04:26]
TW:

Yeah. And administratively, that is the only center or building for the Wasatch region for Utah
State University?

DV:

The academic. There is an extension center and there is this new equestrian thing that is going to
be out there, but this is the only academic center that we have in Salt Lake.

TW:

Okay. So, how many faculty, staff, and how many students are enrolled in the Wasatch region?

DV:

So, we’ve got I think 12 faculty and I think 13 staff. There’s other departments that have staff
located here, and that’s probably about another 10. And there’s a lot of Logan faculty that live in
Salt Lake, and so they frequent the centers. Some of them even teach classes out of here. And
what was your other question?

TW:

Well, and what’s the student enrollment?

DV:

Student enrollment, yeah. So, we’ve got about 800 students, 850 students in Salt Lake. They take
a mix of online—well, 70% of our students take at least one online class if not a full online
program, and they also take Zoom classes and interactive video conferencing classes. 70% of our
students are female, average age is 30, and the majority of our students in Orem are married and
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about half are married in Salt Lake, and most of them go part-time. All the classes, the live
classes are in the evening.
[06:21]
And students come to the Salt Lake center to advance their career. They’re working professionals
just like I was as a teacher wanting to advance my career and grow in the profession, and so I
came to Salt Lake center to pursue that, and that’s just like our students.
TW:

So, I don't know what you remember about the academic year 2019-2020 prior to the news of
Covid leaving China and actually being a worldwide pandemic, but what were some of the
initiatives or projects that you were trying to implement at the Wasatch region prior to Covid
affecting any of those plans?

DV:

Wow, that seems like about 40 years ago. I could tell you my childhood memories much easier
than that, I feel. I think when we got into the center, we had to make $10,000 all at once. There
was a tight timeline to get in this building. We basically gutted it. They started construction on
Labor Day, and they finished—we got soap in the bathrooms on the first day of spring semester.
So, when I told them what we needed to do, Tom Graham, the project manager for USU, he kind
of looked at me and he says, “You realize this may not happen on time,” and I was just like, “I
don't know how to tell President Cockett that the spring semester thing that everybody does, that
we’re not going to be doing it here,” so I was really grateful that everybody understood the
gravity of that situation, and they helped us.

[08:29]
And so, anyway, we had done a focus group on things that we needed to improve because we just
had to make a ton of decisions, and we couldn’t involve everybody because we wouldn’t have
met that deadline to open for spring semester. So, we did some focus groups, and we said, “What
are the things that we missed?” and “What are the things that we could do to improve?” and so
we recognized some from the focus group.
And so, our hope was that we could then start on some of these, and so that’s one thing I
remember that was kind of a big one that we were going to do is just do some minor
modifications to make sure that the center flowed a lot easier, that it was just a more smooth
thing, that it addressed some of the concerns that people had. And with the future so uncertain—
we had some budget for it, but with the future so uncertain, I thought it would have been a great
time to do all these projects because no one would be in the building and we could just get it all
done so when people come back, it’s ready. But with the future so uncertain, you don’t want to be
committing a lot of funds to something that you’re just like, “Well, that’s great. We added some
more offices, but we don’t have people to occupy those offices,” and so we held on for a bit, and
so we’re hoping to tackle some of those this summer.
[10:07]
But other than that—oh, the other thing that we have, the other big one that we had, so career
services in Logan was serving all of statewide campuses and Logan, but there’s a tendency for
any department – and so, it’s not like singling them out or anything – was to just focus on the
students that are in front of you, and those are the Logan students. And the Logan students, and I
don’t want to say that they’re not interested in getting jobs or anything like that, but the
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immediacy of working professionals that come to us to advance their career, there’s a certain
gravity to that and responsibility.
And so, one of the things we were working on was trying to hire the first statewide career coach
because what I see is that people come to us to advance their career. They’ve got their educational
goals. But if we can have their career goals right up against those, these parallel goals and having
them bump up against each other and even feed off of each other, that that would be the most to
boost student retention. And so, when this opportunity came up, I’m like, “Yes, let’s do it.”
Well, by the time that we were ready to do interviews, we’re full-blown Covid. Salt Lake center
was the first one to be shut down. We were doing interviews over Zoom, all of them, and so we
had to hire this career coach without having ever met her in person. And I show up the night
before—we’d met outside the Salt Lake center, and we were closed. You couldn’t even go into
the center. You have to have one of those special badges to enter the center, and it was really kind
of—I remember coming here and grabbing—I had the computer guy order a computer and
monitors and a keyboard and a docking station and all that, and I went over to where we have
some items like a notebook and some pens and some pads of paper and a USU t-shirt and a water
bottle or whatever, and it was just kind of like—I mean, it didn’t go this way, but it was kind of
like, “Welcome aboard, but go home.”
[12:37]
So, it was really kind of awkward at that moment. She’s one of the most amazing employees
we’ve ever had that I’ve ever worked with. I think I’m going to be working for her before I retire.
She’s really going places. So, those are two things that I think of that were pretty big.
TW:

So, let me ask you a couple other clarifying questions. So, in that March, I know President
Cockett put together the Covid task force. There was a stabilization committee. There was an
action committee. I know president execs met four or five times a week. How and where was the
discussions being made and decisions being made rather by the statewide campuses during that
spring 2020, that initial, “Hey, we’re going to shut down. Classes are going to go remote”?

DV:

Well, I remember I was up in Logan the day that President Cockett said we’re suspending events
and all that. I was up in Logan in one of the HR trainings that Nicole Shrub was teaching there in
the Eccles Conference Center, and I get this email and I’m like, “What?” and I’m like, “How did
we do this?” And we had events scheduled at the Salt Lake center, and I can’t even remember the
details of it, but I had people saying, “Can we hold this event? We have it planned, or do I have to
let people know tomorrow that we’re canceling it?” And so, just trying to figure that out and get
clarification on, “Okay, so what does that mean for everything?”

[14:30]
And so, there’s decisions being made, but then it’s just trying to get clarification of “What does it
mean at this point?” So, if classes are going remote, then do we have—we have waged hourly
staff in the evening to run the technology, and so one of the things that I understood is well, if
classes were remote, we don’t need them here in the evening. And so, I initially said that “Stayed
tuned but right now, we don’t have jobs for you,” and then I found out, “No, no, no. The center’s
supposed to be open, but we won’t have classes. We won’t hold classes here. Students may need
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the internet,” or whatever, and so it’s like, “Never mind. Come back,” and so it’s just my trying to
understand that.
I mean, the decisions that are made are like a general approach. That’s not the right word. But
then it’s the application of it, you don’t realize it until you’ve asked 40 questions and made some
mistakes or just some misunderstandings or whatever.
TW:

I think that the philosophy and then developing a protocol for some flexibility based on whatever
the situation is in each one of the statewide campuses, locales, it must have been a lot to juggle.

DV:

Yeah.

TW:

And so, you bring up the computer lab or the center as a support for your folks that are
professionals that are trying to further their education. What did that look like in the spring and
summer of 2020? Did you have cleaning supplies? Were people wearing masks? Was there social
distancing? What were the decisions around that at the Wasatch center?

[16:45]
DV:

Well, we were the first—so, that, I think was it March 13th or something like that when that came
out? And so, we were trying to figure out what that meant. And then, I can’t remember when it
was where faculty was then told, “Okay. On Monday, your classes are going to start being online.
Classes are canceled.” Maybe that was a week later or something like that.

TW:

It was eight days. Yeah, it was eight days.

DV:

Yeah. And then I can’t remember how it came about. It may have been Larry Smith, my
supervisor, vice president of the statewide campuses said, “All right. We are going to be meeting
with Michael McKinney, President Cockett, Larry Smith, and Ellis Bruch and we’re going to shut
down the Salt Lake center.” So, we were the first center that was going to shut down and close,
and so it’s trying to figure it out and ask—they were asking all the right questions of, “Okay.
Well, is there going to be anybody that is going to give you grief about shutting down?” and I
said, “Well, there may be,” and President Cockett says, “All right, Larry. That’s your job. You
get to handle that.”
And luckily, they had – and maybe even Amanda DeRito was involved – and they said, “All
right. We prepared an email. It’s going to go out and let everybody know about this.” So,
basically, it was kind of like—I mean, I don’t want to say it’s in comparison to Ukraine, but any
refugee crisis, people are grabbing their monitors and computers and leaving the center and trying
to figure it out, like what do they need in their new work role? And it went pretty smoothly that
way. And I guess…

[18:51]
TW:

Oh, yeah. And I was going to ask about…

DV:

--we didn’t have anybody here. There was myself, my tech guy, and our facilities guy. We were
the only ones that were allowed in the building. We have that badge that allowed us to get in the
building.

TW:

Yeah. I was going ask about when your staff, your employees moved to remote. Did you have
laptops for them? Was there internet issues? Did they have internet at home? Did they need office
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furniture brought home so that they could be comfortable and work the eight-hour day from home
during that spring and summer and subsequently the next academic year?
DV:

Yeah. Most everybody had laptops because that’s one that I want to make sure, that people are
able to go to a meeting and take notes or whatever, so we don’t buy desktop computers for staff. I
mean, there’s probably two people that needed a laptop, but they did that. And then I got a few
people—we did take the monitors, the computer monitors. They grabbed that. There’s a few
people that grabbed their chairs. I received a request to purchase a standup desk and we said, “No,
we’re not doing that at this point.” Right now, it’s like, “Let’s just get to our homes and do that.”

TW:

You didn’t know how long it was going to last. You thought maybe it’d be a couple weeks, a
month, and then you’d be back in the office initially.

DV:

Yeah. Well, I thought it was going to be a while. I thought it was going to be a long time,
actually. So, it’s just like, “Okay, I’m hoping that this doesn’t go on for years and years.”

TW:

What kinds of information were coming out of the public health, the county health rather, county
public health in Salt Lake County, and what’s the county below? What’s south of—

[21:06]
DV:

Utah County.

TW:

Utah County.

DV:

Yeah. Well, I mean, I checked the numbers to see where we were, and I just checked the state
health department or whatever it was to look at it. And I looked and see what Salt Lake and Utah
Counties were, and so that was the big thing. But the main source where we got information was
from Ellis Bruch, the Director of Emergency Management. And so, I was actually on the search
committee, but I was actually going to be out of town when they were doing his interview. So, I
don’t get to have credit for specifically hiring him, but I’m so glad we did. He deserves the—and
I’m not saying no one else deserves any other credit, but he was the person that it’s like, “Okay,
what does this mean, and how does it apply to us, and how am I going to be able to implement
it?” He was the person that I’d text him and say, “Do you have time for a call?” and it’d be like,
“Yeah, at 8:00. We’re in the Covid meetings until then.” And he’d call me and talk me off the
edge, “It’s going to be okay,” and “This is what it means,” and all that.
So, he’s really someone that I have a deep appreciation for, and just his—anybody could be a jerk
about things, or they could just not care and just say things, but he’s someone that realty was a
great person.

[23:05]
TW:

I agree. So, the decision was made for, at least on the Logan campus, students were going to
come back to campus. They were going to move into the dorms. We were going to have some
classes that were face to face although social distancing applied, and I know that they measured
out the desks, removed a lot of furniture to account for social distancing. Masks were mandated.
What did that look like, that fall semester of 2020 in the Wasatch region?

DV:

I anticipated the first week of the semester because I am fascinated by how people see this
pandemic. Some are very passionate about their personal liberty and being able to choose
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something and I understand that, but I also feel a tremendous amount of responsibility for my
fellow human beings. And I also realize if I get verbally assaulted by someone, I can go into my
office and shut the door, I can go in my car, I could go for a drive, I could walk, but I saw that our
staff, the ones that are the lowest paid sitting out there—and they have to provide great customer
service 100% of the time, and with the mask mandate, the last thing I wanted to do is to put them
in harm’s way. So, I made it a point to be at the entrance, and every student that walked in, I
would say one of two things: “Thank you for wearing your mask. Thank you for being
considerate and wearing your mask,” or “Would you like to use one of our masks?” and they
would put it on. But I was expecting, okay, it may get pretty crazy, but I did not want our staff to
be in a rough situation with someone that wasn’t complying.
[25:25]
But we had tremendous compliance. I mean, there were a few small issues, but nothing, nothing
that was newsworthy, and people were pretty respectful. I think just in general with other people,
my travels around the state, it seems like in Salt Lake County, people were a lot more compliant,
and they saw the dangers and wanted to wear a mask. Utah County, that was not the case. I mean,
there weren’t any issues with—
So, the other thing that happened is there was a fire in an HVAC unit in the building that the
Orem center is located in. So, the Orem center is on the basement; this is a fire on the roof, and so
the Orem center, there was damage from smoke and water and all that, so this Orem center was
shut down until late October, the beginning of November, so they kind of dodged that bullet as
far as having students show up. And then things started getting really bad and not many classes
were going on, and so they really kind of escaped the Utah County—Utah County was a strange
county with all this stuff going on. And so, I don't know if you want to say we were fortunate that
we had our fire in the building or that—I don't know.
But there is one other thing I want to mention, but any questions about that?
TW:

Well, I was going to ask if you actually had to, due to Covid numbers or the Covid containment
team doing contact tracing, had to shut down or had to have students move to remote, and did the
faculty and the support staff have to provide materials and lesson plans to those individuals?

[27:36]
DV:

No. There weren’t any major issues. There may have been—everybody was teaching remote or
online and all that. People had Covid but we never had any spreading going on at our centers, so
we had pretty strict protocols. And I would talk to—it was mainly faculty about “Hey, when
you’re in the building, you need to wear a mask. You can take it off when you’re in your office
with the door shut,” and all. But yeah, we never had anything major.
I really appreciate—when we’re trying to decide everything, what we needed, I have a really
good team down here that it’s like, “Okay, what do we need to do? Let’s order the hand sanitizing
stations. Let’s get—” facilities, John Chase in facilities says he’ll get us plexiglass. “Okay, let’s
get a team together to decide what plexiglass we need. Okay, what’s the signage we need? Where
are we going to put it?”
And I wrote our Covid SOP, but I had other people write their portions, and it was pretty strict.
Given that we’re in Salt Lake County and with the numbers in Salt Lake County, we needed to
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be. And just as a leader of this campus, the last thing—I mean, I just keep thinking about this. I
don’t want our lowest-paid employees to be the people who we—we already benefit from having
them, but I don’t want them to be the ones that are on the battlefield, whether it’s someone yelling
at them because they’re asked to wear a mask or they’re out there unprotected, and so that’s
something that we took very seriously.
[29:51]
TW:

I’m curious; plexiglass, signage, hand sanitizers. Did you also have the facilities and janitorial
cleaning beefed up, those protocols beefed up?

DV:

Yeah, yeah. We got supplies and we had little baskets with paper towels, the various cleaning
supplies. Our waged hourly staff, they usually just run the technology and just kind of help
students with problems. Now, it was kind of like, “Well, and you’re a cleaner,” and we instructed
them how to clean it, how to spray it down, wait for a full minute or whatever and then wipe it
down. We had to get our tech guy saying, “Here’s what type of cleaner to use on a computer
screen or a keyboard. Here’s what to use on a microphone,” and so we had pretty detailed
information with a basketful of stuff so that people could make sure that they were cleaning. And
we sanitized the building in commonly touched areas. We do that every morning. We still keep
that up. We never really have gotten super busy, and so we don’t do it more than once a day.

TW:

So, if we pivot to the second academic year of the Covid pandemic and the state legislature passes
some mandates about having 75% classes of what you held in fall of 2019 being in person, and I
think they did away with the mandate of requiring masks to be worn, how did that affect the
Wasatch region, or did it affect the Wasatch region?

[32:00]
DV:

Well, that’s a really interesting question. As far as classes go, yeah, people were—when the Orem
center—well, just the first academic year when the Orem center had the fire and they were shut
down, there was an Orem student that would drive to Salt Lake for the school—the school
counseling program, if there’s anybody that you want to interview, Camille O’Dale and Jess – I
can’t remember her last name; it just escaped me – in school counseling, that’s one of our biggest
programs. They’ll be the highest density of students in a particular class. But there was a student
from Orem that drove up from Salt Lake because she wanted to see her friends and the Orem
center was shut down because the fire, so that desire to connect with people was part of what
some students felt were important.
And so, the following year, it really—I mean, there’s the legislative and administrative level of,
“We need to do this with classes,” but it’s kind of like the instructors—it’s kind of like trying to
put the toothpaste back in the tube. And so, there’s been confusion with—and they’ve made it
clear, so this is something that’s clear with the department heads and scheduling, but some
professors are just like, “Well, I’m doing what I want,” and so there’s confusion on whether the
class is going to be held live or not. And we didn’t get involved in that very much, but it just
seems like some—even when they said, “Okay, we’re meeting face to face,” there are students
that are still requesting Zoom.

[34:07]
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So, you have the one student that will drive from Utah County to Salt Lake to attend a class. You
have other students that’s like, “I just want to attend via Zoom.” So, I do think that it’s
important—I told my staff, “Whatever’s on the schedule, we need to prepare for. And if the
faculty has a question about whether they can deliver, they need to talk to their department head
and make sure it’s on the schedule, and we’ll do what’s ever on the schedule.” So, I think that is
going to continue to be a little bit of a challenge because I don’t think that faculty—I mean, they
see it as they’re seeing the students in their interaction right there, but they may not understand
that we’re hiring people to cover their class, the waged hourly facilitators, and we’re adjusting
our schedules to make sure that that class could be held.
So, it did disrupt it, but I do think that jumping back to 2020, from what I heard, there was still
some Logan instructors that had not had a Canvas course, and there’s other faculty that really
struggled with technology. So, one of the bright sides here is that it got faculty really thinking
about “How do I update my course and how do I deliver it?” and the CITI team under AIS, the
Center for Instructional Design and—CITI. Center for—
TW:

Technology and Innovations? Something Technology Innovation, yeah.

DV:

Yeah. So, anyway, they did an awesome job. When I saw what they did, it’s like, “Oh, my gosh. I
can’t believe you guys made that. Did you sleep at all?” But I think that it really benefited. It’s
kind of like, “So, here is the standard of what we’re going to do, but everybody should have a
Canvas shell to their course,” and I think that kind of pulled some professors to a new century.

[36:28]
The other thing that I think is really important, and this really impacted statewide campuses, is the
move from WebEx to Zoom. That was significant because we were just like, “No, we’re not
using Zoom. We’re not using Zoom.” And I guess there was enough pushback and finally, they
said, “Okay, we’re going to use Zoom,” and that is so much easier. It saves us tons of money
because we have to purchase service contracts for the technology. So, those that deal with
budgets on that level would be able to provide more information. Shane Thomas, the technology
team, he would be able to say, “When we get rid of all of our Cisco, Codecs and all that, here’s
how much money we save in service contracts. Here’s how many money we save with the
technology that we put in the classrooms.” So, I think that’s another big thing, and it’s great to
just have Zoom meetings. It’s so much easier to attend meetings.
But one other thing I—and I’m sorry I’m not hitting on everything, but there’s one thing that I
think is really significant that also stands out. So, one thing is we have all of our benefited staff
working in the day and we have a couple of waged hourly people. We leave at night. There’s one
benefited staff and a bunch of waged hourly people that work in the evening when the students
are here. Well, the waged hourly staff, we call them facilitators, so for them, this is a second job.
They have another job and they’re working this job to—one is a schoolteacher, and she uses this
job hopefully, she says, to save money for a vacation because she likes to travel. So, she works
one to two days a week – I think two days a week – and she uses this money for vacation.
Another person, she worked in the airlines and used this for some extra money.
[38:41]
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Well, during Covid, there were several staff, several of these facilitators that lost their job, and so
instead of a second job, it was their only job. And when we were shut down, one of the things that
we did is we had our tech guy who they all report to. He held meetings. He talked about customer
service. He provided some sort of way for people to connect and some professional development,
and he says, “All right. We’re going to update manuals. Who wants to update the manuals and
who wants to create this?” and so he led this. And there were some that if they wanted to, if they
really needed the money, there was a way for us to do library transcription. So, it wasn’t just like,
“You’re paid for doing nothing, but you can either do library transcription or work on the
manual.” And then we have these paid staff meetings, and then there’s just a—I think he did a
YouTube group where they’d watch the YouTube and then they get together for a half an hour,
and they chat about it and then do their hour staff meeting or whatever.
And so, you’d think for some of these people in the past, it’s like this is just a second job. It’s an
easy job. I go and I turn on the technology. And sure, there’s stressful times, but I turn on the
technology, the students are friendly, that’s great to all of a sudden, this is my only job. I’ve got a
leader – his name is Ryan Eagen, our director of technology – who cares about me and is giving
me tasks so that I can get paid. And we did a survey of those facilitators it – was spring 2021 –
and one thing we found out is that they felt cared about, they felt a stronger sense of loyalty, and
they wanted to do more. And how often do you get an employee that wants to do more? If you
find any, send them down here.
[41:11]
TW:

This is a good place to ask about the mental health of the folks that were working there at the
Wasatch region, and I think you’ve touched on it throughout. But was there time that was devoted
to mental health? I know that I’ve talked to others. I know the library up in the Logan campus
actually allowed people an extra 30 minutes a day to either do some professional development or
go for an extra walk or do something therapeutic. Was there any outlets like that, releases for the
people that work at the Wasatch region?

DV:

Well, I’ll tell you about one of the other real challenging things first. So, in April 2020, we had an
earthquake as well. No, I think it was March, so, it was before we shut down. And I had a faculty
member that was really upset saying, “It’s just an earthquake. Let’s go back to work,” and I’m
like, “The governor sent everybody home. We can’t do that.” Again, it was great to have Ellis
Bruch texting, “Is everything okay?” and I’m like, “I’m on my way to the center to see how it’s
doing.”
And I had some people, it’s like, “Let’s keep working. Let’s stay here,” and others are like, “Is
the world going to end?” and trying to figure that out. And just like, “What else is going to
happen? We have this pandemic that’s wiping out people and then we have this earthquake?” and
then we have the fire in the Orem center, and it’s just like waiting for the locusts and the four
horsemen and all that.

[43:20]
Also, the one thing I really appreciate that President Cockett did was to keep our wage hourly
people so that they could still earn money. I think that could’ve easily been, “Our budget is scary.
We don’t know the future. We’ve got to let everybody go.” And then when we’re ready to flip the
switch back on, what will it take to get people hired and trained to be able to do that? So, I’m sure
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it was a risk and a real easy way to save money during a budget crisis, but I think it was a smart
decision, I mean, for PR-wise and humanity-wise, but operationally as well to keep those people
employed.
But that really was pretty powerful, and just the uncertainty of—because I don't know what the
earthquake is like up at the fault lines up in Gash Valley, but in Salt Lake, it’s pretty scary. We’ve
got the liquefaction, and it just—so, that was like, “What else is going to happen?” I’m just glad
that—I mean, for me personally, it’s like, “Oh, things are starting to feel better,” and there there’s
January 6th that happened and then now, the Ukraine war, and it’s just like, “We need a break. We
need something good to happen.”
But to get more at your question of what did we do? I mean, we did things like just showing
old—in our staff meetings, we’d just bring a photo of you when you’re a kid. Bring your animal.
Introduce your animals. And I’d encourage people to work outside, to take a walk if they’re on a
phone call, just say I’m going to walk. I had one person that reported to me that—I just put in my
AirPods and I grab my dog, put her on a leash and I just walk, and we just do our meeting that
way.
[45:51]
And then in July of 2020, because I had just completed the leading at USU, the training that
Nicole Shrub did. And I was talking to Nicole, and I said, “Hey, could you do that for my staff?”
and so we did that in July. And then I knew that our director of students, that she had read the
book Growth Mindset by Carol Dweck, and I said, “Why don’t you—let’s do a sort of book
club,” and so we did that, and that was particularly—so, this is like end of July, beginning of
August. And I don't know how long it took for us to read the book, but that was pretty life
changing to read that at this time, the Growth Mindset versus the fixed mindset. Are you familiar
with her? Yeah.
TW:

I am not.

DV:

It is worth reading. Even if you just watch some TED Talks on it, but it’s worth reading. I wish
that I would’ve been taught it a long time ago. But that, and so we read that. We read Crucial
Conversations, we read The Anatomy of Peace, and then we let off in the summer because I
encouraged everybody, I said, “Please, take your vacations. Plan your vacations. Talk to your
supervisor. Make sure that you do something. Whatever it is that you want to do; stay at work and
not work or go somewhere, but plan that.”
And then we read this last year, last fall 2020, we read Brene Brown’s Daring Greatly, which is
another really good book, and then this semester we’re reading The Culture Code by Daniel
Coyle, and that is another awesome book. And the beauty of this, the books themselves are
awesome, but the great thing is is that I haven’t had to lead these things. I haven’t led a book yet.
And staff are involved and leading discussions.

[48:25]
And one of the great things – and it really relates to Brene Brown’s work – people are sharing
their own vulnerability. People are talking about these things in a way that has just changed o,ur
dialogues that you wouldn’t normally have as part of something that we do. I think it’s made our
team more close, and it’s given us a language to talk about things that probably in most places,
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you don’t talk about. And it’s not like pervasive in the sense of we’re always talking about it, but
it’ll be like, “So, I’m going to do a little Brene Brown. I’m going to share my vulnerability now,”
or “Let’s use a growth mindset”, and so these are times when it just kind of helps extend that.
And then we also—Emily Fishburn in the office of equity, she does a lot of the sexual harassment
prevention training. Well, I found out that she also did these additional trainings: implicit bias,
workplace relationships, professional space and boundaries and all that. And so, I said, “Hey,
Emily. Will you come and provide these?” So, she comes down to our center. It’s delivered
virtually during Covid. But every other month, and she provides an additional training.
So, those were just some of the things. We have a CAPS person, Counseling and Psychological
Services at our campus. And one left, and he started, so the newer guy who actually was a student
at the old Salt Lake center, he went through the school counseling program but now, he’s a
therapist here for students. But he’s part of our team and he participates in this, and he’s just a
great person to have on board. So, I always put him on the spot in there asking him questions
about what do you see as a therapist and what would you recommend to people whenever we’re
reading these books and all that? So, it’s the most successful book group, reading group that I’ve
ever been on, and it’s great to see people take ownership and share. There’s still quiet times and
all that, but everyone’s invested.
[51:06]
TW:

So, as a USU academic administrator, what would you say if you were to reflect on the last two
years were the lessons that you learned that you take away from this that hopefully you can use
and reuse in the future?

DV:

Well, let me tell you one thing I learned. So, I think one of the things that’s happened because
before, there’s a big shift in before, work only counted when you were here, and so part of it was
we had to rely on people, trust people to work at home. And there was a performance issue with
one individual that just kind of cycled, but I was really grateful that the majority of the people
understood this and were not trying to take advantage of it, and so people had to figure out a lot
on their own. And before, I was the type of person that would just go around and put out fires,
then everybody would leave, and I’d do my work. And with the work that we’ve been doing with
Nicole Shrub, I’m getting better at kind of defining where we’re going and the boundaries.
And part of it is we have got amazing staff. We lost 55% of our staff from August 2020 through
June 2021. 55% of our staff left during that time. Better jobs, retirement, all that. One person
retired. The rest left for better jobs. But we replaced them all with really good people, and they
were internal. We absorbed a job or a position, and everybody we kind of hired from within
except for that career person. That’s the only person we haven’t hired from within.

[53:40]
So, part of it was having really good people that valued their job and kind of understood what was
going on, but I actually enjoy my job more now than I ever have, and a lot of it is the stuff that
we’ve been learning with Nicole Shrub and just kind of the closeness of our team. We still have a
long way to go, but I think that that’s one of the things, that just the noise and the fires that would
constantly be in and out of my office, and then 5:00, everybody leaves and then I’m able to start
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my job. And by no means do I want to say I have it figured out, but I feel like I’m a better leader.
I’m better at managing my time. I have more control over my schedule.
So, I think I remember in one book that I read, they said, “A good leader never wastes a good
crisis,” and I think that that’s one thing, that if you’re putting out fires all the time, you’re too
busy to lead. And when the noise goes away, what else is there? And so, when you ask what big
lessons have I learned, I said well, just how important people are. And getting them engaged and
communicating and caring, I don't know if it would’ve happened if it wasn’t for Covid. I think we
would’ve made progress and all, but I think it just—even though we lost people, new people, you
think, “Gosh, they’re hired. They can’t come to work,” or if they come to work, they’re really
spaced out and we can’t get together and have lunch together or anything like that. But there’s a
closeness here, and people still want to be closer. They want to get together and do things, but
there’s a closeness there.
[55:47]
So, I think that’s one thing. If you lead with people and invest in them, you have the opportunity
to build a stronger team and to get people that will do more than what they’re told, they’re asked
to do. So, I think that’s one thing, just how important the human aspect of things are.
I think the other thing is delegating. You don’t delegate, it just becomes overwhelming, and so
that was another thing. I think with this, there’s just that deep level of trust that I learned who are
the people that I really rely on their judgment because there’s just way too much for me to—if I
have to make all the decisions, we’re in sad shape.
TW:

So, is there anything else you’d like to add about your or the Wasatch region’s experience with
the Covid pandemic?

DV:

Well, there was a program that we had that was pretty heavily impacted by this. There’s a dietetic
internship that we have housed in Salt Lake. There’s three faculty and a staff. It’s a program
where students that graduate with their bachelor’s, they participate in this program. They do
various internships and a community health program like CHIP in a hospital and a school setting.
And they do their internship and that prepares them to take the national exam to be a registered
dietitian, and this is an online program. It’s nationwide. About a third of the students are in
California, a third are in Utah, and a third are around the rest of the nation.

[58:07]
So, they hold their orientation the first week in June, and that’s supposed to be in Salt Lake. So,
all these dietitians fly into Salt Lake and they’re asking, “Can we do this?” and I’m like, “Well, I
can’t say yes or no,” but according to the CDC, they have to come here and quarantine for two
weeks and on and on, and so they were heavily impacted. It’s like, “Well, how do we do this over
Zoom?” I mean, the rest of the internship is online but this orientation week, they really needed
that. And so, I proposed that our tech team write down their expectations. What do they expect?
On Zoom, you need to have your camera on. You need to access Canvas before the course. You
need to have read this stuff or whatever. Put all that stuff down, send it to them, and then have our
tech team meet with them. Schedule a time to meet with each of the 60 students and make sure
that they’ve got their Zoom set up so that the first time that the students log into Zoom for the

USU COVID-19 2022: DAVID VERNON

13

orientation week, they already can get going. They’re not trying to figure out how to download
Zoom or anything like that.
So, they’ve done that two years in a row, and so this year will be the first year where they’re able
to do it in person. And then trying to figure it out for each individual hospital, school setting,
community health program that probably won’t let an intern in, how to handle and problem solve
each one of those 60 students’ three rotations.
So, that was one thing that was pretty significant. I don't know if there was a program that was
impacted more than that. I think another one was our horticulture program. They had student
projects and our faculty member got a Go Pro and went and filmed the classes or the projects for
the students and had to keep track of all that.
[1:00:33]
And one thing I also need to say, and this is a bad thing about Ellis Bruch, when he left—because
you know Ellis and his story.
TW:

Yes.

DV:

So, he left, and he got that job in Oregon, and then we had the huge spike of Covid, higher than
before. And the mayor in Salt Lake said, “We are doing a new mask mandate,” and then Spencer,
the governor said, “Except for state buildings.” And so, I’m like, “Where the hell is Ellis? I need
Ellis to guide me through this.” And I texted him, I said, “Can I hire my own director of
emergency management in Salt Lake?” It really was confusing. I mean, it was painful to listen to
the community council and try to figure out what’s going on with the sort of crazy language. I’ll
just put it that way. They call it a debate of what’s going on, and then trying to figure out how
does this implement us here now?
Ellis knows I love him and I desperately value his advice. And now, we’re really excited because
before—and I guess this is something else. Before Covid, one of the other big projects was we
were working on our emergency response plan with Ellis. That was one thing we were planning
on doing and getting going. Now, we just started again. Ellis was down here last month, and we
talked about, “Okay, let’s get this going now,” and “What do we need to do?” and all that.

[01:02:52]
TW:

Yeah, a valuable member and crucial to the Covid pandemic response at Utah State University.
Well, David Vernon, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing the USU
Wasatch region’s experience with the pandemic.

DV:

Yeah. Well, thanks, Todd. Let me know next time you want to do an interview. Hopefully, this
matched your expectations, I was talking about things that mattered and will be relevant.

[End recording – 01:03:23].
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